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Introduction
Female sports fans have been largely marginalized in academic research, 2 perhaps in part as a result of assumptions that women are predominantly media fans -fans of movies/movie stars, music, new reality television, and especially soap operas.
Although sports fans are, generally speaking, not as 'stigmatized' as media fans, of the disjuncture between media fan and sport fan scholarship, the focus of this exploratory paper is upon how female sports fans position themselves in relation to stereotypes about typically female genres of fandom -media/soap opera fans.
Drawing on Glaser and Strauss's 6 'grounded theory' approach 85 semi-structured interviews were conducted with female fans of football and rugby union, using the English East Midlands city of Leicester as a case study site. I begin by introducing some of the existing literature on media and sports fandom. I discuss tensions between sports and media fandom scholarship, gendered divisions in research on fandom and women as inauthentic sports fans. My results focus upon two key themes that emerged from the research. Firstly, I consider responses from women who claimed that there were clear differences between sports and media fandoms, sustaining the sports/popular culture distinction. Secondly, I analyse responses from supporters who drew similarities between these different fandoms, thus challenging the sports/popular culture hierarchy.
Sports and media fandom scholarship: some tensions Schimmel et al., 7 propose that: 'sport fan studies and what we call pop culture studies have developed on different trajectories and (to some extent) in different areas of the Academy'. Some attempts have been made to bridge the conceptual divide between sports and other types of fandom. For example, there is a small body of comparative research on sport fans and popular culture or media fans, 8 and some scholars have more recently drawn upon both sport and media scholarship in their research. 9 However, broadly speaking the two literatures rarely overlap, with few studies examining the parallels between fans of different texts or genres. 10 In response to this divide Schimmel et al., 11 have proposed that the research areas of sport and media explore similar themes and that scholars would benefit from greater 'crossfertilization' in their work.
This division between sports fan research and popular culture fan studies can perhaps be attributed to the historical and to some extent ongoing marginalization and trivialization of media fandoms. In her early, important work in this area Jensen 12 suggested that there are two fan types which appear in popular and scholarly accounts of fandom. These are the 'obsessed loner', who may enter into an intense fantasy relationship with a celebrity figure and may stalk and threaten to kill them, often appearing in news stories such as David Chapman's killing of ex-Beatle John Lennon, and the 'frenzied fan', who is vulnerable to irrational loyalties triggered by adherence to sports teams or celebrity figures. Another common image of the fan is that of 'loser' or 'lunatic', an image which is often used in suspense films, detective novels, and TV cop shows. 13 These stereotypes can be seen in typical depictions of fans by the media: for example, after the Harry Potter fourth installment premier in North 
Gendered divisions in research on fandom
The apparent disjuncture between sport and popular culture fandom is also connected to a gendered dichotomy in research on fandom in the Academy. Jenkins, 27 for example, discusses the assumed differences between the sexes within fandom thus:
If the comic fan and the psychotic fan are usually portrayed as masculine, although frequently as de-gendered, asexual, or impotent, the eroticized fan is almost always female.
Larsen have belittled the reactions girls and women have had to the Twilight series…frequently using Victorian era gendered words like "fever," "madness,"
"hysteria," and "obsession" to describe Twilighters and Twi-hards'.
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In short, arguably academic research on fandom has tended to reflect this division, meaning that gender-driven research and gender-informed commentary is based largely upon the male in sport and football fandom and, by contrast, upon the female in media and TV fandom. 32 Women have traditionally been researched as fans or audiences of soap operas, 33 new reality TV, 34 music, 35 and movies or movie stars. 36 Many fans of TV soap operas are indeed female 37 and perhaps partly because of this for many years academics largely ignored the soap operas as a potential arena for serious study. 38 The trivialization of soaps deems the fans' cultural capital to be very low and so, 'the discourse of pleasure for women is overlaid with a discourse which deems soaps to be rubbish'. 39 Whereas soaps have typically been perceived as 'inferior quality, as fantasy and escapism for women', televised sport for men is often seen as 'a legitimate and even edifying experience'. 40 Zubernis and Larsen 41 also
propose that fan shame is played out differently depending on gender and type of fandom in academia. Here it is suggested that although there are overlaps and common motivations across fandoms and genders, a female academic researching a fandom that is predominantly female dominated (such as soap operas) will experience far more shame than a male researching sports fandom, which is male dominated and arguably the least shamed type of fandom. There are some important implications of the sort of analyses explored here. Firstly, I
Blackshaw and Crabbe
would suggest that there is a need to collapse the authentic/consumer fan distinction.
Secondly, this is associated with an urgent need to disassemble the traditional division between sports and soaps, and thus to move beyond the notion that these remain discrete and separate cultural arenas. Clearly, important synergies can be identified between fandom and consumption practices and between the recent media saturated coverage of elite global sport (especially English Premiership football and its 'celebrity' players and trophy wives), and more traditional soap opera narratives.
Women as inauthentic sports fans and gendered hierarchies
Almost two decades ago, O'Connor and Boyle 44 compared the (female) television genre of soap operas with (male) televised sport and called for more leisure research to examine the meaning of televised sport for female fans. But research on womenas either live sports attendees or television sports fans -remains limited. Sports fandom research has focused largely upon the experiences of men, and barely any studies have considered women's experiences. 45 The lack of research on female sports fans seems especially surprising in football, given the amount of material and research available on male supporters. In rugby union, however, there is a lack of research which examines supporters of either sex.
The tendency for academics to focus upon female fans almost exclusively as 'media'
fans, but also to label these fans as 'irrational' has meant that in the few cases where females have been analysed as sports fans, these existing stereotypes have perhaps impacted upon the research. For example, King 46 in research on football fandom appears to present a hierarchy between male (the 'lads') and female ('new consumer') fans. This also appears to be representative of a fan typology whereby distinctions are drawn between traditional (authentic) and consumer (inauthentic) fans. King proposes that females will fall into one of three categories: women who have attended matches 9 for a long time and approve of changes in the game; those who were encouraged to attend as part of the new family audience; and the teenage girls whose primary motive to attend is because of the sexual attractiveness of star players. Crabbe et al., 47 in their model of different styles of football fandom also limit women's experiences to a 'football widows' focus group in a further illustration of the exclusion of females as authentic fans.
Only a few studies can be located which examine female sports fans worldwide 48 and so there is a need to redress the under-representation of women in sports fandom research. 49 A common theme tied to the literature on female sports fans is the perception of women as inauthentic supporters. Crawford and Gosling 50 in their study of male and female fans of (men's) ice hockey in Britain reported that female fans felt that they were labelled by male supporters as not 'real' fans but simply 'puck bunnies'
-fans who are present simply to 'lust' after the players. 
Methodology
The findings for this paper have been extracted from a wider, comparative interview study of female football and rugby union fans in the UK. 54 The research was based in a single location, the English East Midlands city of Leicester. This city is unusual in that it is one of the few cities in Britain in which a strong public interest in football is relatively balanced, locally, by public interest in other sports. It hosts elite level men's professional sports clubs in both football (Leicester City) and rugby union (Leicester Tigers), with both clubs routinely attracting home crowds of over 20,000. In comparison to other English football and rugby teams, both clubs recruit a relatively high number of female fans, although these figures are still fairly low overall, with surveys revealing that around one quarter of fans are female at Leicester City and Leicester Tigers. 55 Respondents were selected from original local survey replies. 56 Female responses were separated out and potential interviewees were then divided into three age groups in order to try and reflect the experiences of different generations of female fans.
Systematic sampling techniques (selecting every fifth questionnaire return) were used to select potential female respondents, and after sending out 135 letters to football fans and 130 letters to rugby supporters, the final sample consisted of 51 football fans and 34 rugby fans (n=85). Interviews usually took place at respondents' homes or workplaces and averaged around two hours in length. The interviews were semistructured in nature to ensure that certain topics would be covered, whilst also allowing the interviewee more freedom in how they responded, and thus issues raised by the interviewee were not neglected.
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I used 'grounded theory' as a theoretical tool for data collection and analysis, and as the position from which to interpret the empirical findings. An interview schedule was designed which was divided into eight different themes or issues, and data was then coded by drawing upon the 'constant comparative method'. 58 Data collection and analysis continued until I had reached a point of 'theoretical saturation', whereby the categories were well developed and further data gathering was adding nothing or little new to the conceptualization. 59 The original pseudonyms that were used to protect participant anonymity have been used in this paper -the football sample is coded as 'F' and the rugby fans 'R', followed by the case number allocated to each individual respondent. My findings focus upon the theme of sport and media fandoms and thus begin to move away from the tendency to study sports fandom in isolation from other types of fandom. I consider how women fans position themselves in relation to stereotypes about media and soap opera fans and explore some of the perceived differences and similarities between sport and media fans. 
Differences between sports and 'daft' soap fans
Perhaps one response to the demands for women to prove their status as 'real' sports fans 60 has been to distance themselves from typically female genres which have been regarded negatively in popular accounts, in order to try and gain credibility as sports fans. Half of all respondents (43/85) stated that there are clear differences between sports and other 'types' of fandom. Many were keen to emphasize that they were only a fan of the sport they followed or a sports fan more generally -in other words they did not follow popular culture forms of fandom and especially not soap operas.
There was an underlying feeling from many women that those who watched soaps were simply different to committed fans of sports. Sports fans were viewed as having a more outgoing and sociable personality; R33 defined herself as a 'People person', and F21, like other sports fans would be prepared to 'Get out, you meet people, you talk to people about different things, you're interacting'. Soap fans on the other hand were claimed to lead a more lonely existence as, 'I think usually women do that [watch soaps] on their own' (R28) and so 'You're not really interacting with people, are you?' (R33). This perhaps echoes some of the traditional associations between soaps and housewives in earlier years, whereby the soap opera 'was alleged to be able to provide some (surrogate) company for housewives living in isolation'. 61 These views thus contradict studies which have shown how women can and do use TV soaps collectively to aid communication and social interaction, helping to bond viewers together. 62 In contrast to active sports fans, soap fans were perceived to be of a lazy disposition; they were more likely to be found 'slouched in front of the television' (R24), hence: 'If you're a fan of a soap, all you do is sit and watch it' (F32):
I think if you're a sports fan, you've got to put yourself out if you want to go and watch them. Whereas if you're a fan of soap operas, you're just sitting there, you're not doing anything particularly are you? […] . And I think a lot of people out of idleness probably just prefer to sit and watch a programme.
(R27, age 62, season ticket holder, retiredworked as a teacher)
Media fans have traditionally been stigmatized and marginalized in research because their pleasure is gained from 'fictional narratives' rather than 'real' events. 63 In a similar vein, some respondents suggested that sports fandom is of a higher importance because unlike soaps: 'To watch football is more real and it matters more doesn't it?
There's a result at the end of it' (F22), or 'It's there in front of you. And it's happening, it's real' (F44). Soaps were thus derided as 'fantasy' (F44) or 'fiction' (F26), the outcome of which was irrelevant. Further criticisms were levelled at soap fans in terms of their intelligence -unlike sports fans who are knowledgeable on the (real) game, R17 suggested: 'I don't know that a fan of a soap would have any particular knowledge other than watching it week after week'.
These perceptions of soap fans as largely isolated, lonely and idle people, led to some respondents ridiculing followers of soaps, who were 'quite sad' (F29), 'daft' (F17), and 'Don't have anything else in their lives' (F21). Many female sports fans were keen to reaffirm the fandom hierarchies often drawn between the domesticized and passive 'loser' (typically female) fans of soaps, 64 and active and 'public' (usually male) sports fans. Soap fans were also mocked for their apparent inability to distinguish between 'fiction' and 'reality' 65 :
I'm just thinking about the people that I know that watch a lot of soap opera…. They go home, they shut the door, they have their tea, they sit and watch television all night…Most people that I know that watch football also have a lot of other hobbies. They'll be heavily into something else or they'll do other things or they'll be into sport generally […] . And I just think soap operas are just pointless, I really do. And it's not real is it? It's just nonsense, I mean they're trying to portray real life, but it's not real life. [But] 
The benefits of sports fandom
Respondents further emphasized the differences between sports and popular culture fandoms by highlighting perceived benefits of sports fandom over other types of fandom. Whilst some women were also fans of other things, sports fandom was clearly demarcated as the most important form of fandom that they were involved in, and brought benefits in a way that other types of fandom simply could not. Sports fandom was found to play a key role in the 'social life' (F4, F12) of some respondents -unlike soaps respondents described how sports fandom is premised on interaction with other people and invokes the sociability of the crowd. For 31 out of 51 of the football respondents and 20 out of 34 rugby fans interviewed, the social interactions that they shared at sport events were an important aspect of the match day routine.
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For example, many women arranged to meet up with friends before matches or else arrived at the ground early to meet up with people. Some female fans arranged to go for meals (more a feature of the rugby sample) either before or after matches to give more time for these social interactions. Traditionally both the sports ground and the match-day pub have been sites for communal masculine expression -spaces where women have been largely excluded 66 -but the pub was also found to be an important meeting space for many female respondents. Meeting in the restaurant, the home and/or the pub complemented the sociability of the sports stadium for many women, lending weight to previous studies which have claimed that social motives are important for female fans. 
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Words and phrases such as 'adrenaline rush' (F1), 'release' (R6), 'escape' (F18) and 'letting off steam' (F40) were used frequently by respondents to describe the sports experience. This was a welcome opportunity for some women to 'escape' from mundane domesticity, from family life and their usual gender role responsibilities, as attending sport provided a break 'From family life yeah, and family pressures. It's good to get away and just be Marie, rather than Ella's Mum or whatever' (F18). In these terms, sport acted as a significant 'backstage'. 70 As well as a space where costumes and aspects of 'personal front' can be adjusted and scrutinized, Goffman's backstage serves as an area where the performer can relax, dropping their 'front' and stepping out of character. Thus, this was perhaps a space for female fans to explore an otherwise hidden part of their identity which is usually masked by constraining gender roles and expectations.
14 In existing research there has been a tendency to associate female fans with a recent 'gentrification' or 'feminization' of sporting cultures, suggesting that the presence of females is important in 'softening' the behaviour of (male) crowds. 71 But these data suggest that for some women sports fandom may be used in a similar way to male fans -as a break from the strains of everyday work and a 'therapeutic' space (F12, R33) where they can exercise 'anger management' (F2, R1) via the opportunities provided for verbal release. Some football and rugby respondents suggested that because live sports fans had to 'physically' go to watch sport they were more 'involved' in this activity -in the words of F8 watching live matches provides a 'little bubble' as 'You just think about football and talk about football for two hours'.
Unlike media fandoms which could be consumed at home, being a live sports fan meant being exposed to the elements -'going out' (F21, F29) being 'outside' (R6, R16) and 'turning out in all weathers' (R24), which made this activity more enjoyable and perhaps contributed to a sense of freedom from the shackles and constraints of everyday life in the home or workplace. If I've had a really bad week at work I'm like I don't care, I'm going football on Saturday.
[Be]cause I feel like I've got quite a stressful job, so its quite a lot of pressure on you, and you have to keep professional. And of course, when you're at football and something goes wrong you can just go "AHHHHHH" (outburst) Like I say, anger management, it all just comes out.
(F2, age 23, season ticket holder, account manager)
It's the greatest stress relief on the planet. Because you can have all the crap that students give you and bosses give you and colleagues give you and then you just go and it's just anger management…I'll be that tense and just, work's too busy...you're that wound up and then you completely switch off you don't think about that and you just shout and have a go at whoever the opposition may be, whatever they may or may not have done. Then it's like calm and the stress has gone. (R1, age 25, season ticket holder, university principal clerk) It has been routinely contended that sports fans in Britain do not attend matches simply to spectate; they go to participate, believing that they may be able to influence the result by supporting their team, or by playing their part in creating an intimidating 15 atmosphere for the opposition. 74 Thus, sports fandom is different to other forms of fandom in the sense that other sorts of fans are not usually involved in influencing outcomes for the object of their fandom, and therefore are less likely to be able to enhance their 'self-esteem' 75 through the process of basking in reflected glory or 'BIRGing'. 76 Some women suggested that sports fandom was different as one could actively influence the result -shape the text -by being in the crowd and supporting their club. They were somehow more 'a part of something' (F4, R13) This distinctive sporting narrative meant that there was simply more at stake in sport:
the outcomes of sport were deliciously and painfully unpredictable, unscripted, and important in a way which emphasized the outcomes of media fandoms such as soaps were peripheral and marginal. Sports fandom was argued to involve a greater 'emotional' investment (F11, R20) -it was 'special' (F7, R6, R16, R20) -and 'more part of life' or 'impinges more on my everyday life' (F10, F26) than other types of fandom. Thus, there was a general feeling that whereas soaps could easily be 'missed'
or 'turned off' (F14, R1), sports matches could never be skipped -for F32 this could lead to 'withdrawal symptoms'. These kinds of responses demonstrate the high levels of commitment from some female fans and so in some ways can be used to challenge some of the existing stereotypes or assumptions of women as inferior or inauthentic sports fans. Some women also discussed a gendered division in fandom between males as sports fans and females as media fans, as has been widely portrayed in academic accounts. 80 For a small number of respondents females were said to be 'naturally' more interested in soaps. For example, F16, a fan of both football and soaps, reasoned that: 'You might find the average female football fan is one that likes all the soaps as well'.
Studies have shown that female athletes have been pressed to demonstrate their 'femininity' and confirm their heterosexuality, for example, through appropriate dress and hair. 81 Here being a female fan of a traditionally 'male' sport was perceived to raise questions around sexuality. R5 challenged the view that different types of female fandom normatively raise questions about conventional femininities, but was keen to assert her more 'feminine' interests and perhaps her non-lesbian status:
I guess in people's eyes there is probably this preconception that if you are a sporting fan, regardless of what sport that is, you spend your time in tracksuits and trainers and you're probably a lesbian (laughs). But if you actually watch soap operas, you like going out shopping and things, then you're that way inclined. But I think the two completely merge…I don't think the two are mutually exclusive….I mean I love, I absolutely love my rugby to bits, but I also love going out to the movies, I love music, I've never been a fan of soap operas but I love going out with my friends, I love dressing up, I love shopping. (R5, age 31, occasional attendee, administration assistant) Numerous studies have shown how females struggle to balance their 'femininity' against participation in male-defined activities, and so 'doing' or 'performing' femininity is a highly complex process. 82 Perhaps their involvement in traditionally 'male' sports has led to concerns for some women that they need to highlight their femininity or heterosexuality to avoid suspicion or confrontation from others. Many respondents emphasized that they also enjoyed more typically female defined activities including shopping, watching soaps, and dressing up. R4, for example, defined herself as a 'soap addict' and linked this interest to her self-expressed 'girly' identity, and F2 described how people are 'surprised' that she is a football fan:
'Because I'm a proper girlie girl and I love my hair and I love my make up and I love shopping'. One of the attractions of soap operas for women has been said to be the centrality of female characters 83 45, occasional attendee, researcher) Thus, women will supposedly be able to identify with the characters of a soap opera much more than they can with the 'masculine' world of sport and so for this respondent her involvement in soaps was much deeper than her involvement as a sports fan. I will now turn to the conclusion.
Conclusion
This paper makes one contribution towards bringing women's leisure experiences as sports spectators in largely 'male' sports to the fore. I examined how female sports fans position themselves in relation to stereotypes about media/soap fans, and suggested that some women fans perhaps distance themselves from female defined genres such as soaps in order to try and enhance their status as authentic sports fans.
Many women were keen to emphasize the differences between sports and media forms of fandom, reaffirming the hierarchies that have traditionally been drawn in the Academy between these types of fandoms. However, for a smaller proportion of women there were clear similarities between media and sports fans, thus challenging these distinctions. These kinds of responses demonstrate the heterogeneity of women's sporting experiences and viewpoints and the range of their interpretations of fandom.
I would suggest that this paper has wider implications for research on sports and media fandoms. I propose that there is a need to disassemble the disjuncture or binary between sports and soaps in the Academy and to move beyond the notion of sport and soaps as separate cultural arenas. Sport (especially English Premiership football) needs to be acknowledged as a cultural product perhaps more in line with Blackshaw and Crabbe's 84 description as a kind of 'deviant' late-modern soap opera. The new media saturated coverage of sport and its celebrity players now plays a central role in the lives of both fans and non fans, hence scholars need to show more of an awareness of the parallels and similarities which can be drawn between sports and media/soap fandoms, rather than sport remaining largely isolated from other types of fandoms. 85 In doing so, this may help us to move beyond the overly simplistic hierarchies whereby those fans who connect with their sport or club via the electronic media are labelled as less authentic in their support. 86 Finally, by breaking down the divide between sports and media fandoms I contend that this could also have important implications for research on gender. I have considered some of the complexities surrounding a gendered hierarchy in research between male (sports) and female (media) fans. One possible outcome of the general tendency to label women as media fans has been that the experiences of female sports fans have been largely invisibilized in research to date. If we recognise that important parallels can be drawn between soap operas and the recent media saturated coverage of sport, this may enable scholars to move away from gendered hierarchies which position males as authentic sports fans and females as typically inferior media fans.
This could help to put women's experiences as authentic sports fans on the research agenda.
